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ABSTRACT 
 
Despite the self-flagellation of some members of the political elite about their failure 
to foresee the rise of the One Nation phenomenon in the final years of last century, 
there has always been, even in the politically conservative rural heartland like the 
South Burnett district of Queensland, a thread of disaffection with conventional 
politics, which found expression in approaches to both political economy and society 
which were radical, if not extreme. This paper explores two such movements of 
disaffection over four decades beginning from 1935: Social Credit and the Australian 
League of Rights. The site of this exploration is the South Burnett district, the area in 
which Joh Bjelke-Petersen was raised and prospered from 1913 onwards. The 
argument put here is that throughout the twentieth century, and even in the late 
nineteenth century, there have frequently been political movements with radical 
economic solutions stirring in rural and regional Australia. Moreover, knowledge of 
such a history should leave observers not only unsurprised by the advent of One 
Nation, but also actually anticipating or expecting it. Rather than a fin de siecle, as 
might be imagined, the rise of One Nation was but the latest expression of radical 
disaffection in rural Australia. 
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Abstract 
Despite the self-flagellation of some members of the political elite about their failure to foresee the rise 
of the One Nation phenomenon in the final years of last century, there has always been, even in the 
politically conservative rural heartland like the South Burnett district of Queensland, a thread of 
disaffection with conventional politics, which found expression in approaches to both political 
economy and society which were radical, if not extreme. This paper explores two such movements of 
disaffection over four decades beginning from 1935: Social Credit and the Australian League of Rights. 
The site of this exploration is the South Burnett district, the area in which Joh Bjelke-Petersen was 
raised and prospered from 1913 onwards. The argument put here is that throughout the twentieth 
century, and even in the late nineteenth century, there have frequently been political movements with 
radical economic solutions stirring in rural and regional Australia. Moreover, knowledge of such a 
history should leave observers not only unsurprised by the advent of One Nation, but also actually 
anticipating or expecting it. Rather than a fin de siecle, as might be imagined, the rise of One Nation 
was but the latest expression of radical disaffection in rural Australia. 
 
  If any constituency could be said to be rusted on to the conservative side of 
Queensland politics, it was the state seat of Nanango, later Barambah, located in the 
South Burnett district of Queensland, 250 km north west of the capital city, Brisbane. 
The seat was held by J B Edwards from 1920 until his retirement from Parliament in 
1947, and then by Joh Bjelke-Petersen, who held the seat from then until his 
retirement in 1987. Upon Bjelke-Petersen’s departure, the seat was won by an 
Independent, Trevor Perrett, who subsequently rejoined the National Party,1 becoming 
a minister in the short-lived Borbidge-Sheldon coalition government from 1996 to 
1998. Perrett was dispossessed of his political inheritance in 1998, when One Nation’s 
Dorothy Pratt won the seat.2 
 
  The Queensland state election of 1998, which bought the Beattie Labor 
government to power, was also the high water mark for the One Nation vote in 
Queensland. Eleven MPs One Nation MPs were elected to the Queensland Parliament. 
It took two terms, and two landslide victories by ALP Premier Peter Beattie to wash 
them away. Hansonism and the One Nation phenomenon have been analysed in detail 
by both journalists3 and political scientists.4 The politics of disaffection, which were 
partly responsible for the election of the Howard Liberal government nationally in 
1996, as well as being reflected in the rise of One Nation, has, however, a long history 
in regional Queensland. 
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  Like the Labor Party in the 1890s, the Country Party was born as a rural 
protest movement and from its formation in 1920, was essentially a party of agrarian 
socialists.5 Yet within a decade and a half of its creation, a new protest movement was 
sweeping regional communities: Social Credit.  Social Credit has been defined as: 
 
...a monetary theory which both explains the inner workings of the capitalistic 
financial system and offers a remedy for its unsatisfactory functioning in 
periods of depression and inflation, a political theory which redefines the role 
of the individual in the democratic state, and an interpretation of history in 
terms of a long-existing Judaic plot or conspiracy to secure control of and 
dominate the world.6   
 
Founder of the movement, Major C H Douglas (1878-1952) was an English 
engineer who published his theories in the nineteen twenties beginning with Economic 
Democracy in 1920. His subsequent major works included Credit Power  (1921), 
Social Credit  (1924) and Warning Democracy (1931).7 Economists have published 
countless critiques of Social Credit ideas, but that has not stopped their mass appeal. 
Douglas was never in favour of Social Credit becoming a political party preferring it 
to remain a movement influencing existing political parties. Others, however, had 
different ideas, and in England, Canada, New Zealand and Australia, Social Credit 
parties contested elections. The Canadian province of Alberta elected-a Social Credit 
government in 1935 which remained in office until 1971 and Social Credit ruled in 
British Columbia from 1952 to 1972. In the 1935 Queensland state election Social 
Credit garnered 7% of the vote.8 
 
The political gains of Social Credit in Alberta during the thirties were reported 
on the news pages of the Kingaroy Herald,9 although the Herald was editorially 
opposed to Social Credit. The movement burst to prominence in Kingaroy in 
September 1934 when the Shire Chairman, Cr J A Carroll chaired a pre-election 
meeting of some 200 people in support of the movement’s candidate for the federal 
electorate of Maranoa, Mr W Arrgaet.10 Prior to that time there had been 
correspondence in the Herald promoting Social Credit, but little public debate. 
Another meeting, labeled successful by the local press was held in December 1934, 
with Carroll again in the chair11 and in July 1935, 350 town and country residents" 
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attended a Social Credit meeting, chaired this time by Cr D Gallagher.12 Again this is 
a significant number in a shire with a population at the 1933 Census of just over 6000 
people.13 
 
After this meeting the Country Party could no longer ignore the threat posed by 
Social Credit, and the counter-attack commenced. The relationship between the 
Country Party and those promoting the ideas of Social Credit both inside and outside 
the Country Party has remained ambivalent ever since. The seriousness with which 
the Country Party viewed the threat can be gauged by the personnel they bought to 
fight the Social Credit bushfire.  Local MLA J B Edwards convened the meeting, and 
a former MLA J C Kenny was the main speaker. Kenny, it was reported, was 
"subjected to a running fire of interjections"14 and the correspondence in the local 
paper began to flow. No other subject generated as much correspondence in the 
Kingaroy Herald in the nineteen thirties as Social Credit.  
 
As the correspondence ebbed and flowed, news came of Social Credit's 
successes in Alberta, and this along with the Country Party's official rejection of 
Social Credit philosophy encouraged the movement to develop a tighter political 
organization. A Murgon schoolteacher resigned to take up the position of organizer 
for the movement in the Wide Bay and Maranoa federal electorates. In January 1936 
Barambah Creek was the site of the movement's first annual basket picnic and sports. 
Some 500 people attended, nearly ten percent of the population of the shire.15 
Meetings were organized in Kingaroy, Nanango, Yarraman, Blackbutt and Kumbia,16 
and seven branches in the area formed District Council.  In the meantime, The 
Australian Labor Party's Ned Hanlon, at that time Minister for Home Affairs, had 
slipped into Kingaroy for a meeting of the local ALP branch which had been 
reconstituted some six months before. The branch had some 30 financial members.17 
 
Social Credit endorsed a candidate named Maddern for the seat of Nanango - 
which included Kingaroy - in the 1938 state election but on the eve of the election 
dissension struck and Maddern was expelled by the movement.18 He remained on the 
ballot and out-polled the ALP candidate Horrie Davies by gathering nearly 30% of the 
primary vote. The winner, Edwards, who had held the seat since 1920 received 42% 
and Labor 28%. Maddern polled well at the Home Creek, Kumbia, and Memerambi 
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booths, poorly at Taabinga, but topped the poll at Yarraman.19  With the coming of 
war in 1939 and the emergence of a wartime economy, Social Credit lost much of its 
impetus. The Social Credit movement was a response to the economic conditions 
created by the great depression of the thirties. Douglas’ ideas had remained dormant 
in the nineteen twenties; they burst forth, particularly in Canada and Australia, with 
the intensity of a bushfire. 
 
Scholars have drawn attention to the religious dimensions of Social Credit in 
both Canada and Australia. Irving for example writes that among Aberhart's followers 
in Alberta, Social Credit "took on the character of an eschatology, a prophetic vision 
for a divinely ordained future for the world".20  McCullagh's account of agrarian 
protest and the League of Rights in Australia makes reference to Social Credit's 
'apocalyptic' character and asserts that, "Social Credit, like the League does today, 
constantly reaffirmed the ideal values of Christian capitalist society".21  Unfortunately 
McCullagh neither outlines these 'ideal values' nor the 'apocalyptic' character ascribed 
to Social Credit in Australia in the thirties. Instead, reference is made to the Canadian 
experience. Indeed the phrase, "constantly reaffirmed the ideals of Christian capitalist 
society," comes - without acknowledgement - from Irving's assessment of Social 
Credit in Alberta.22  Could it be that the 'apocalyptic' dimension of Social Credit was 
exclusively a Canadian phenomenon? Irving comments that in Alberta, 
 
the philosophy was presented within a context of Christian fundamentalism 
and Bible prophecy that remained quite foreign, and indeed incomprehensible, 
to the mind of Douglas.23 
 
In Britain, as Finlay shows, Social Credit appealed to Christian socialists of an 
Anglo-Catholic persuasion and to a lesser extent to Catholic intellectuals, Quakers 
and Theosophists. Any interest among English evangelicals is unmentioned.24  Noting 
the differences, Finlay offers no explanation.25  Part of the answer may lie in the fact 
that Social Credit in England was attractive only to intellectuals, whereas in Alberta, 
as in Australia, it was much more of a mass movement. 
 
In newspaper accounts of Social Credit meetings in the South Burnett in the 
thirties and newspaper correspondence from Social Credit supporters, the apocalyptic 
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dimension referred to by McCullagh is also absent, as is anti-Semitic prejudice.  This 
does not mean these elements were not present, but that they have not surfaced in the 
searches undertaken. Therefore at this point, it is an open question as to whether 
Social Credit as it existed in the thirties in the South Burnett, or in Australia for that 
matter, had the apocalyptic character of the Canadian movement.  Pre-millennialism 
was far weaker in Australia than North America.  Indeed, the particular set of 
historical circumstances surrounding the development of Social Credit in Alberta 
make it likely that a direct linkage of pre-millennial fundamentalism and Social Credit 
is restricted to Canada. Yet the social and economic environments in which 
fundamentalism and Social Credit flourish are similar. H Richard Niebuhr, for 
example, considered fundamentalism to be a religious form of agrarian populism.26 
Furthermore when the Social Credit philosophy re-emerges in the League of Rights in 
Australia after World War II, the religious dimensions are more overt. League director 
Eric Butler, reportedly an Anglican layman and sometime synodsman in the Diocese 
of Melbourne, published Social Credit and Christian Philosophy in 1971 and 
Releasing Reality: Social Credit and the Kingdom of God in 1979 and the movement 
made sustained attempts to recruit clergy and laity to their cause.27 
 
There is little evidence that Douglas was either a fundamentalist or a pre-
millennialist. His reference to Christ as "the Great Reformer” and his distaste for 
Puritanism28 confirm Irving's view that the theology espoused by William Aberhart 
would be beyond his comprehension. The mildly apocalyptic flavour of some of 
Douglas’ writings carry a secularity far removed from classical pre-millenialism: 
 
There will probably come well within the lives of the present generation, a 
period at which the blind forces of destruction will appear in the ascendant. It 
does not seem to me to be necessary that this should be so, but it does seem to 
be probable.29 
 
Yet given that both pietism and revivalism - incipiently fundamentalist forms of 
religious life - were characteristic of the religious culture of the South Burnett, it is 
useful to examine briefly how the churches in Alberta related to the Social Credit 
movement in the thirties. Moreover, it is interesting to observe similarities in the 
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careers of William Aberhart and Joh Bjelke-Petersen.  But first, what was the 'context 
of Christian fundamentalism and Bible prophecy', to which Irving refers? 
 
Alberta Social Credit leader William Aberhart (1878-1943)30 was a Calgary 
school principal who had first encountered pre-millenialism in the Presbyterian 
Church of his Ontario youth.  In Ontario he had participated in and then conducted 
bible study classes on pre-millenialism, a practice he continued upon moving west to 
Alberta in 1910.  Aberhart quarreled with the Presbyterian Church, joined the 
Methodist Church, withdrew from the institutional church for a time and then joined 
the Westbourne Baptist Church in 1915. Within Westbourne, Aberhart founded the 
Calgary Prophetic Bible Conference in 1918. This was an interdenominational group 
which met to study pre-millenialism and it soon became a "strong, and spectacular 
religious institution."31 The Conference formed itself into the Calgary Prophetic Bible 
Institute in 1927. 
 
The doctrinal basis of the Institute contained the classical formulations of 
fundamentalism, and of pre-millenialism. The Institute was opposed to modernism, 
higher criticism and evolution.32  Irving concludes that the political success of Social 
Credit came from the fact that it was, “an extension of an already well-established 
fundamentalist and prophetic movement”.33 The influence of the Institute was 
extended beyond the city of Calgary by correspondence courses and Aberhart's 
weekly broadcast.  So when he was converted to Social Credit in 1932, Aberhart 
already possessed a strong body of religious supporters. 
 
How did the clergy of Alberta regard Social Credit? Evangelical clergy gave 
considerable support, much of it because they agreed with the religious foundations of 
the movement, as distinct from its political and economic philosophy. On the other 
hand, clergy of the United Church, a union church of Congregationalists, Methodists, 
and some Presbyterians formed in 1925, were attracted by the apparent rationalism of 
monetary reform.  Many Social Credit study groups in Alberta were promoted by 
United Church clergy and laity.34 
 
There is no evidence to suggest that the clergy of the South Burnett were 
publicly supportive of Social Credit the way Albertan clergy were and thus the 
 8
significance of Social Credit in the South Burnett is more political than religious. 
Perhaps the greatest difference between the Social Credit in Alberta and Australia was 
that the Australian movement lacked the charismatic, populist leadership of a William 
Aberhart. "It is doubtful if the movement would have won political power in Alberta 
without his leadership," Irving concludes.35 However, there are parallels between 
Aberhart and the later career of Bjelke-Petersen.  Aberhart, says Irving, 
 
...had no hesitation in presenting Social Credit to Albertans as a Divine Plan 
for the salvation of society, the parallel in the economic sphere of the Divine 
Plan for the salvation of the individual. While such an approach infuriated 
many institutional religious and political leaders, it had a powerful attraction 
for thousands of people. Aberhart’s presentation of Social Credit as a Divine 
Plan enabled him to insist that ultimate victory was inevitable; the cosmic 
forces were on his side...He was shrewd enough, however, not to rely entirely 
upon the Divine Plan for the cosmos; he also used extensively the secular 
appeal. His grammatical errors, although made unintentionally, served to 
increase [his] folksy appeal…36 
 
Social Credit, with its agrarian base in the South Burnett and elsewhere, was 
an element of what Cribb has described as 'rural fundamentalism'. This rural 
fundamentalism which holds that, "all that is worthy and useful in morality, religion, 
societal values and the economy stems from the land and its usage”,37 is one of the 
keys to understanding the political culture of Queensland. Cribb was not speaking 
about a religious phenomenon, yet is clearly describing a belief system which goes 
beyond political ideology and encompasses if not the whole of life, then at least 
morality, religion, social values and economics. By some definitions, it could be 
termed a religion.  Ferre, for example, says, "One's religion...is one's way of valuing 
most intensively and comprehensively."38 Even if this 'rural fundamentalism' is not a 
religion, it certainly received succour in the South Burnett from the churches in the 
thirties. Funerals of the faithful departed, anniversaries, church openings, welcomes 
and farewells to clergy all provided opportunities for the community through both its 
clergy and laity, to publicly count its blessings and extol the virtues of both the land 
and its people. The coming of World War II took the steam out of Social Credit as a 
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movement in the South Burnett, and in the rest of rural Australia as well, but many of 
its key ideas survived, albeit in reworked forms. 
 
The economic doctrines of the League of Rights derive from the Social Credit 
movement, but while Social Credit was international its scope, the Australian League 
of Rights, founded in 1949, was Australian in origin.39 The League purported to draw 
heavily on Christian theology to buttress its ideology. This appealed to the godly 
people of the South Burnett, and their leaders like Joh Bjelke-Petersen - a Lutheran 
lay preacher in the 1930s and 1940s. League founder, Eric Butler, wrote: 
 
The doctrine concerning free will is a major feature of the essential Christian 
heritage. It is only through genuine freedom of choice that the individual can 
seek to love God and to serve him. The basis of all freedom is economic 
freedom.40 
 
According to Butler, Christ affirmed the individual ownership of private 
property in the parable of the labourers in the vineyard (Matt. 20:1-16). Moreover the 
parable of the talents (Luke 19: 11-18) is "a lesson in favour of individual 
enterprise."41  "Social Credit," concluded McCullagh, "like the League does today 
constantly reaffirmed the ideal values of a Christian, capitalist society."42 
 
Politically, both Douglas and Butler attacked the principle of the supremacy of 
parliament and the party system. Douglas despaired of the Canadian and New Zealand 
Social Creditors who formed political parties to pursue their ideas, even though in 
Canada they were electorally successful. Douglas and Butler preferred an extra-
parliamentary process of electoral accountability, arguing “the supremacy of 
parliament,” to be "a comparatively modern idea ...and a departure from the original 
concept of limited Constitutional Government in England."43 This intriguing 
affirmation of the place of the Constitution has led the League to promote the Voter's 
Veto or Citizen Initiated Referenda, as a form of political decentralization. Influential 
in rural Queensland since the nineteen sixties, and particularly on the Darling Downs, 
Central and South Burnett areas, the League has a number of public faces. These 
include Voters' Policy Associations, the Institute for Economy Democracy, the 
Conservative Speakers Club, The Australian Heritage Society, Ladies in Line Against 
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Communism (the Lilac League), the Save Our State movement and the Rockhampton 
Anti-Inflation Study Group.44 
 
Fearful of the disruptive influence of the League, the attitude of the 
Country/National Party organization has waxed from toleration and irritation in 
1971,45 to outright condemnation in 1988. 46  In 1971, Country Party President Robert 
Sparkes estimated that less than 1% of the party's 21,000 members were also members 
of the League of Rights.47  Nevertheless there existed considerable commonality of 
interest between the League and the Country Party. 
 
"They have a lot of objectives and ideals which are similar to ours," Bjelke-
Petersen said of the League in 1971.48 Florence Bjelke-Petersen attended League of 
Rights meetings in 1980, and received League propaganda regularly.49  Joh Bjelke-
Petersen was reported being critical of the League's proposals for fighting inflation in 
1971 at Jandowae on the Darling Downs in the League heartland.50  Florence Bjelke-
Petersen commented at that time:  
 
Their attitude on anti-communism and raising the morality of the community 
are good. I don't think much of their fiscal policy. But I don't know much about 
it. 51 
 
Thus it is unlikely that Bjelke-Petersen was greatly influenced by the economic 
ideas of the League of Rights. However, the League's conception of a world 
communist conspiracy is another matter. In the virulent intensity of his anti-
communism and the vehemence of his rhetoric against the world communist 
conspiracy, as he perceived it, Bjelke-Petersen shared much common ground with the 
League. Yet it is doubtful whether Bjelke-Petersen had any philosophical or 
intellectual understanding of communism. He seemed for example to be unable to 
distinguish between Fabian socialism and Marxian communism. “Communist” was 
almost a generic term applied to people whose political philosophy was different, and 
during his premiership dissenters were frequently labeled communists. Bjelke-
Petersen's antipathy towards communism was expressed in his first political 
campaign, and remained a constant theme in his political rhetoric eve rafter. 
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In his home constituency, fears of a communist world conspiracy were 
reinforced strongly, especially in the Whitlam years between 1973 and 1975, during 
which League of Rights activities in the South Burnett reached heights unparalleled 
before or since. The activities of the League were strongly promoted through the 
South Burnett Times, the local weekly newspaper, whose Managing Director Jim 
Adams (1908-1976) was a prominent League activist. Adams was a prime mover in 
the Save Our State movement, a League front group founded in Kingaroy in 1963, 52 
and state president of another League front organization, the Association for the 
Preservation of Local Government. Byron Bay-born, Adams arrived in Kingaroy in 
1958 after a career as an electrical contractor and publican in Queensland and 
northern New South Wales. He purchased the South Burnett Times, then based at 
Wondai, moved it to Kingaroy in 1961, improved its circulation six-fold and in 1971 
took over the long established Kingaroy Herald, converting the local print media 
duopoly into a monopoly, He had already extended his influence in 1968 by 
establishing the Central Burnett Times based at Munduberra.53 
 
Adams had few scruples about using his media outlets to promote the League of 
Rights. During the Whitlam years, Eric Butler made a number of visits to the South 
Burnett, which were well publicized and well reported in the South Burnett Times.54  
The paper carried large numbers of Letters to the Editor from League activists, 
including a number from Brisbane, Rockhampton and the Darling Downs. Half page 
and full page “advertisements” appeared for League sponsored events. 55 
 
Adams and the League built strong links to local Country Party identities in the 
South Burnett. In 1973, through the local Voters' Policy Association, the League 
sponsored public meetings in Kingaroy and Murgon against the Whitlam 
government's health policy. Butler was present and spoke at both meetings. The 
Murgon meeting was chaired by Murgon Shire chairman, Cr G W Roberts, chairman 
of the Barambah Electorate Council of the Country Party, a close political associate of 
Bjelke-Petersen, 56 and who in 1986 became with Sir Edward Lyons the only other 
director of Kaldeal, Bjelke-Petersen's private political fund.57  Another large League 
rally held in Kingaroy in 1974 was chaired by Kingaroy Shire Chairman, Cr L G 
Crawford, who had unsuccessfully contested the Country Party plebiscite for the 
federal seat of Wide Bay earlier that year. 58 
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Recently retired federal MHR, Charles Adermann,59 along with Eric Butler and 
Adams, was the keynote speaker at the launch of the Save Our State campaign in 
November 1973. Adams seemed to regard Adermann's participation as a coup, giving 
greater credibility to the League.60 However, for the local community there were 
unforeseen and unacknowledged dangers. What hope was there of the local 
community receiving any balanced media coverage, let alone any critical comment on 
these meetings when the Managing Director of the local newspaper and the chairman 
of the local radio station were keynote speakers with Eric Butler? The relationship 
between Adermann and Adams was obviously close and personal. Adermann was a 
pallbearer at Adams' funeral in 1976. 61 
 
Finally, the League offered strong support to Bjelke-Petersen. At a League 
organized meeting in Kingaroy in February 1973, when the ink was barely dry on the 
commissions of the Whitlam government, Butler was reported as saying that, 
“although he favoured no party, the Queensland premier was the only political figure 
in the Commonwealth taking a stand against continuing centralization policies.” 62 
Later that year, the South Burnett Times reported its Managing Director as saying that 
a Save Our State rally was seeking to “provide grassroots non-party support" for 
Bjelke-Petersen in his crusade against Canberra”.63  According to reports of the rally 
published in the South Burnett Times, Adams "stressed the campaign must be 
conducted on a non-party basis," and having offered the League's ritual incantation of 
non-partisanship, continued, "We have to challenge all men in the federal sphere to 
make a stand as Mr Bjelke-Petersen has done."64  Bjelke-Petersen and reportedly 250 
other people, including Adermann, attended a subsequent rally, in the spring of 1974. 
SOS state director, Mr H. Reeding of Dalby told the gathering that, "SOS was fighting 
the need for a return to basic Christian principles."65 
 
The closeness of the relationship between Bjelke-Petersen and Adams was 
revealed when Adams died in March 1976. Bjelke-Petersen paid tribute to Adams 
saying: 
 
Jim lived and worked to further the interests of our district and state. In recent 
years I had a very close association with him in this way. Jim Adams personally 
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spent a great deal of his own time and money in the fight against socialism to 
make sure we kept our free way of life. Through the media in which he exerted 
a big influence, it is hard to estimate just how much he achieved.  I will always 
remember gratefully all he did to help me.66 
 
The support of the League enabled Bjelke-Petersen to take his anti-Whitlam crusade 
across the country secure in the knowledge that his citadel among the silos was 
inviolate in his absence. Fifteen years later Bjelke-Petersen would mount another 
crusade against an incumbent Labor Government, and an Opposition led by John 
Howard. Soon after his return in defeat, found his citadel had rotted from within. 
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